CHAPTER    V
BIOLOGY
Towards the end of the year, when the winter dark-
ness falls over Greenland, the great majority of the birds,
which throughout the summer have filled fjords and
coast with teeming life, begin to gather in great flocks
and make their way south to lighter, warmer places.
Among the few which do not abandon the Arctic home
where they have been born and bred, is the gallinaceous
bird, the Ptarmigan, It puts on its white winter plumage,
and prepares to take up the struggle.
During the summer it has led a pleasant life among the
fjords. Surrounded by flowers and berries of all sorts, it
has been able to be particular in its diet, and the whole
summer it has eaten only one kind of food, the bulbils of
the Alpine Bindweed (Polygonum viviparum}. This plant
grows best on the slopes of the fjords, which are damp
because the snow stays here longest. But it is in just these
places that the snow lies first and deepest, swept in
by the early autumn gales. And one day the Ptarmigan
sees the sides of the fjords covered with a thicker layer
than it can manage. Instinct, or whatever one may call
understanding in animals, tells it what it must do. It
finds its way out to the coast and the big flat plains which
fringe the Arctic Ocean.
Here the northerly winter gales sweep down the
coast, and blow the plains free of snow.   Only a few
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